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Autonomy in Philanthropy: A Model for
Beverly Harkema
Grand Valley State University
Abstract
This paper explores the question of to what degree is autonomy necessary to
personal and institutional decisions, both for givers and receivers of philanthropy, within
the unique context of the United States. To better understand autonomy, it is necessary
to examine its development historically as well as theoretically, so that we can then criti-

“Indeed, the freedom to participate in critical evaluation and in the
process of value formation is among the most crucial freedoms of
social existence”
-Amartya Sen, Development as Freedom
Introduction

what to think and what to do, because the very act of choosing
has societal and ethical implications, in that it must address how and why
choices are made, the effects the choices have on other people, and the
effects the choices have on ourselves and our future. As such, it has social,
political, and moral aspects, going beyond acting autonomously, to why and
how this
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thought of only as voluntary goodwill, charity, or even its Greek origins
as “the love of humankind”, because any interventions to promote the
welfare of others include assumptions and judgments around whose
welfare needs to be promoted, why they have not promoted it themselves,
Philanthropy can thus be described as the “social history of the moral
imagination”, where throughout history, humans have formed in each place
carrying it out through service, cultural, civic, advocacy, and vanguard roles
with philanthropy as a means for autonomy’s expression.

Western cultural tradition’s emphasis on the individual over the collective.
Thus the U.S. works to protect the rights of the individual to direct their
to innovate and advocate for each other and the goodwill of all. But
party relationship of giver and receiver, where the autonomy of the giver
usually diminishes that of the receiver. In fact, an individual’s autonomy
philanthropic action that prescribes its reinstatement.
The struggle for autonomy within philanthropy manifests itself

cutting edge research in health sciences to developing alternative energy
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the human capacity and desire for autonomy.
its stakeholders? As a means or as an end? Where is it expressed? What can
and institutional decisions, both for givers and receivers of philanthropy,
autonomy, it is necessary to examine its development historically as well as
theoretically, so that we can then critically evaluate how it should relate to
Historical Development of Autonomy
As antecedent to the idea of autonomy, philosophers in ancient Greece
introduced the thought that people generally have a desire for happiness,
as well as a desire for some degree of control over their own happiness,
While this implies that personal freedom would be necessary for happiness,
up until the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, people lived within a
only to God as religious beliefs directed, but to other authorities who were
Factors such as the Protestant Reformation and its challenge to the
introduced the idea that all people have the capacity to govern themselves,
of land, knowledge, or abilities. The new idea of natural law collapsed
hierarchies, instead maintaining that all normal individuals had the
they placed upon themselves, participating in self-governance, without
relationship between the individual and the state, as distinguished from
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The Enlightenment, during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries,
exploded with philosophical thought around autonomy, as it related to
moral and political theory and what constituted a good society. Social
around the implications to individual rights, liberty, and preferences when
structuring a diverse society, and whether majority rule can cause, as well

human natural desire for autonomy, and the obligation of human beings
of autonomy within his theory of justice, so that “the state of autonomy
provides the critical link between principles of justice and the idea of free
giving people a before unheard of freedom to govern themselves, included a
responsibility to self and society, acknowledging that rules and restraints are
needed to protect autonomy within a good and just society.
After the Enlightenment, and with the rise in democratic governments,
autonomy turned decidedly more individualistic, with new arguments
focusing on the degree to which the individual can exercise his/her
autonomy without interference by others, limited only by avoiding harm to
others. John Stuart Mill’s classic essay On Liberty, declares “the only purpose
community, against his will, is to prevent harm to others. His own good,
More important than whether autonomy should be considered moral, as
Kant argued, or even whether autonomy should be restricted for the good
of self or society, people now seem to view autonomy as a personal right,
an ability, or even a competency. In fact, “the concept of autonomy is the
focus of much controversy and debate, disputes which focus attention on
the fundamentals of moral and political philosophy and the Enlightenment

This controversy and debate surrounding autonomy cannot be resolved
without considering moral philosophy, because judgements around the
rightness or wrongness of behavior begins with an understanding of the
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nature of human beings and their needs, desires, and inclinations. To
discussion will begin with normative ethical theory, followed by Gerald
Dworkin’s theory of autonomy, and Amartya Sen’s capabilities approach,
along with current manifestations of each.
Utilitarianism.

This would seem to interfere with the autonomy of individuals when their
happiness of the individual and of the many are not entirely independent
of each other. In fact, John Stuart Mill, developing his ideas of utilitarianism
after Jeremy Bentham and during a period of legal and social reform,
considered the harm done to others as part of overall utility, so that the
autonomy of each person had an intrinsic value as a part of human nature,
and would be considered when determining overall pleasure and pain
use of rational and deterministic explanations of psychological and social
constructs, it has become more widely believed that most behaviors and
utility. The movement called “Effective Altruism” has become a popular
approach to philanthropy that has made way for online charity rating
systems, mathematical systems for deciding on which causes to give to, and
Deontology. Rather than focusing on outcomes of actions, deontology
judges the morality of an action on its intent, giving individuals the right,
duty, and permission to pursue their own life. As such, actions may be
pleasure could be considered immoral. Kant’s deontology sees autonomy
as necessary not only to protect against the outside forces that constrain
us, but also the inclinations of self that constrain our pursuit of the life we
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Kant’s deontology simply moves from rule by others to self-rule, his
and human rights.
Proceeding from Kant’s autonomy, contemporary philosopher Hannah
Arendt speaks to the problem of people’s individual rights as subdued or
even destroyed by the rights of the state, and the need to protect those
rights to remedy the state itself. She further distinguishes between ‘civic’
rights as those which the government must protect, and a more fundamental
very humanity desires and demands the ability to think, speak, and act
Virtue Ethics. In contrast to morality based on what we ought to do,
as in utilitarianism and deontology, virtue ethics focuses on the kind of
person we ought to be, such that we continually strive to develop positive
character traits, assumed to be innately and internally generated, but with
a need to be cultivated. Current interest in virtue ethics has risen following
apparent that only situationally judging actions as moral or immoral can lead
to a multitude of unenforceable laws, as well as to a multitude of signed
codes of ethics, trying to curtail self-interest. Contemporary philosopher
Alasdair MacIntyre promotes virtue ethics as a return to Aristotelian values,
where instead of following liberal capitalist ideology, people should be
challenged to develop purpose and meaning within communities, working
Gerald Dworkin. Contemporary intellectual thinking on autonomy is
and researcher whose book, entitled The Theory and Practice of Autonomy, gives

accept or attempt to change these in light of higher-order preferences
give meaning and coherence to their lives, and take responsibility for the
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their higher-order preferences, as well as varying circumstances that affect
their desire for autonomy, and varying perceptions of their capacity for
autonomy. In fact, Dworkin argues that the intrinsic value of autonomy
Capabilities Approach. Amartya Sen, noted scholar, author, and
only in what they are born with, what they have, and what has happened
to them, but in what they desire. He argues that basic freedoms and rights
are important not only because they are intrinsically valuable and provide
people with incentives for growth, as outcomes, but also because the very
Sen’s capabilities approach goes beyond Kant’s or Dworkin’s concept
of autonomy, where autonomy is a moral right and responsibility of all
human beings, to a process whereby all human beings should possess the
each person’s innate traits, circumstances, worldviews, and culture. Thus,
capabilities are the vehicle by which autonomy is possible.
Philosopher Martha Nussbaum builds on Sen’s capabilities approach
for each person, broad enough to be agreed upon across nations and
worldviews, provided for politically, and with the capabilities of a person as

used as one of Nussbaum’s capabilities, many aspects of Kantian autonomy
are seen within Nussbaum’s capability “practical reason”.
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Model of Autonomy
The moral considerations discussed above can contribute to a robust

duty, character, responsibility, and capacity, all of which are essential to
provide services, innovate, and promote a just and civil society. Consider
Autonomy is a basic, universal desire and human need to
direct one’s own life, that exists within a social context, so that by desiring it for oneself,
order preferences, carries with it a responsibility to self and society for the protection and
maximization of autonomy, such that decisions can be judged by the degree to which
they allow people to discover and act on their own meaning of happiness, within the
consequences of their autonomy on the happiness of others. As such, autonomy is the
means to its own end, where the development of virtue and character can preclude assaults
on autonomy, and the development of capabilities can increase autonomy.
current social, psychological, political, and economic considerations that
are often constraints and barriers to autonomy within philanthropy. The
following model incorporates these considerations as current norms and
expectations, and as future trends and changes, as they interact with the
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D

stakeholders in their desire for impact - from donors to management to
clients. The following table of dimensions to autonomy, where they are not
judged as good or bad, but as variations along a continuum, can explain how
autonomy can situationally vary in its expression.
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Norms and Expectations
Within cultures, people share a common awareness of expected thought
situation. While it may seem that some cultures value autonomy more
than others, depending on the degree to which they are individualistic,
desire for autonomy exists within all cultures, as the desire to act for the
is especially salient to the growing multi-culturalism of America, where
the disagreements around liberal vs. communitarian or republican vs.
democratic values will never be fully resolved. The following considerations,
while not exhaustive, are currently relevant to autonomy within philanthropy
Capitalism Within Democracy.
counties as to the interaction of their economic and political policies,
ofautonomous materialistic goals, they will incur time and money pressures
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that then limit their autonomy, and partly because pursuit of these goals
The decrease in autonomy caused by capitalism can be mitigated in part by
and injustice. In fact, the legal policies and practices around philanthropy
in the U.S. developed within a very complex interplay of economic,
political, and social forces throughout its history, resulting in changing
perceptions of public and private responsibilities, leaning more towards
private responsibility than other countries, although continuing to evolve
autonomy of only some Americans to make money and prosper - inherently
society.
Resource Dependence Theory.
that economic resources are limited, resource dependence theory explains
a world where there exists a continual struggle for limited resources that
are obtainable only from the environment. As such, their power and
control become limited because they must give up autonomy to obtain the

other entities, who then have the power to decide when, where, and how the
resources are used.
Self-determination Theory. The historical movement toward
individualism and liberty, especially in America, led to the appearance of
currently widely accepted. Self-determination theory, as human motivation,

autonomy as moral freedom to autonomy as an individual desire, needing
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determination theory can be used to explain the behavior of any of its
stakeholders, but may be most relevant within programs, in its ability to
predict and shape client attitudes and behavior.
Justice.
from freedom based on private ownership of property, to the belief that
that results from their collective decisions. John Rawls developed his original
position, where a “veil of ignorance” provided a way to make collective
on justice rather than a more metaphysical understanding of what is good.
and authentic choices about the principles by which they choose to live

is “the right”, and secondly, because justice is based on people’s sense of
individual moral identity within their community, and cannot be separated

demands for justice from the public, their donors, and their clients.
Well-being.
in the evaluation and assessment of program outcomes, and well as being
central institutionally to setting philanthropic policies aiming toward a good
society. Autonomy is most often thought of as a necessary component
of well-being, but in concert with other factors such as wealth, health,
achievement, loving relationships, knowledge, pleasure, security, or others.
list of preferences for well-being, because autonomy’s function supersedes
factors constitute their own sense of well-being. And yet allowing people to
choose what constitutes their own well-being does not necessarily result in
greater well-being! A meta-analysis of the well-being levels of people across
being found to be a curvilinear pattern, such that individual freedom of
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autonomy. Decisions may need to be made around respecting someone’s
autonomy and valuing

preferences may indicate the need to
paternalistically respect yet limit a client’s autonomy until they can gain their
own normative sense of autonomy, where they can envision opportunities
and understand the

Trends and Changes
Changes and developments within all sectors and disciplines continue
The
following considerations interact with and often modify the norms and
expectations around autonomy, along the seven dimensions listed earlier.
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Locus of Control. Trait theories of personality focus on behavior as
personality traits, locus of control addresses a person’s belief about the

independence and an internal locus of control, has actually been linked
to people’s sense of smallness, as they feel they have little they can do to
make a difference in their world. This can lead to cynicism, alienation, and
blaming others, such as institutions, for any problems. With an external
locus of control, people insist on the freedom to choose, but neglect to
reducing autonomy. This trend toward external locus of control places
societal problems, but without a corresponding emphasis on building the
Cognitive Bias. Undergirding any discussion on autonomy is the
general assumption that people are rational and will make positive and
reasonable choices. However, as recently pointed out by Daniel Kahneman
and other cognitive psychologists working within behavioral economics,
people often do not act rationally or reasonably, and often unconsciously
fall prey to cognitive biases. Kahneman distinguishes between “System I”
and “System II” processes, and between the “remembering self ” and the
“experiencing self ”, explaining how people often make poor choices despite
the best of intentions, it may not lead to freedom, happiness, or a life of
one’s choosing, and decisions will have to be made around protecting people

The philanthropic sector in America rose out
of the founding fathers’ desire for freedom of religion and freedom of
political association, so that Americans could pursue a better life without the
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praised the civic associations he witnessed in early America as the bedrock
American democracy, where individualism and freedom are valued and
protected, where capitalism is less restricted, and where society welcomes
early days of American life, as population growth and economic growth

risks that could increase the autonomy of the underserved, or advocate
for solutions to systemic problems. And they are increasingly called
by unchecked competition in the market, where the new market-state

expressions.
Following the lead of the

needle” in a positive direction. While this focus on impact has indeed been
shown to move the needle in many cases, it often fails to allow for longterm goals, goals that are not easily measured, or goals that are organic in
nature, without clear and predictable outcomes. In fact, it could be said
Transparency. The trend toward transparency and public
all stakeholders can make better decisions when better informed. But it can
inhibit autonomy when its practice fails to acknowledge the inability of
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the interpretation of data and reports, such that how the information is
documented can be more important than the information itself. Thus, while
transparency and accountability idealistically increase autonomy, realistically
the data, facts and outcomes are communicated without the capacity to
autonomy, which includes capabilities and critical thinking.
Donor Centrism.
want to control their gifts has escalated, presumably the result of wealth
accumulation and the increasingly competitive nature of fundraising.
Donor-centered fundraising puts the needs and desires of donors as
central to fundraising efforts, focusing only on what donors want out of
wealthy individuals to exercise their individual needs for power, their desire
for agency to shape the world as they see it, and their personal voyages
gives voice and choice to those with money, as they set agendas and dictate
donors. Even with donors’ best intentions, donor-centrism exacerbates
and their clients.
Funding models.
businesses who want to be more socially responsible. Terms like “social
entrepreneurship”, “venture philanthropy”, and “impact investing”, have
become familiar within philanthropy, as innovative and effective models
of tackling systemic problems and attaining cross-sector goals. These
partnerships could restrict autonomy like any other funding arrangement
according to resource dependence theory, when they are seen as ends
vanguard, and advocacy roles of philanthropy into the market sector.
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Expressions of Autonomy

Expressions of Autonomy
Mission/Vision/Values

Purpose
Core Beliefs

Governance/Management

Strategy
Management Style
Policies and Procedures

Programs

Service
Advocacy
Cultural
Civic
Vanguard

Revenue Streams

Individuals
Foundations
Government Contracts
Corporations
Fee for Service

External Relationships

Collaboration
Competition
Segregation

expectations and trends/changes, as well as understanding autonomy’s
interrelatedness, sharedness, and time.
Mission/Vision/Values. Within the mission/vision/values of a
“Why are we here?” or “What is wrong that we want to make right?”
Assumptions around how society “should” progress or how people
“should” behave inherently contain judgments about what constitutes a
good life and how each person is valued. These assumptions can result
in vision statements that anticipate autonomy, values that respect each
individual’s potential and capacity for autonomy, and yet mission statements
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Programs.
advocacy, cultural, civic, or vanguard by nature. Dimensions of autonomy
will vary by role, as will the importance of the dimensions themselves.
At the heart of any philanthropic work, whether making the world better by
focusing on healthcare, basic needs, arts, education, etc., needs to be a
desire to enable the recipient of the philanthropy to be autonomous, even if
the process consists of small steps that eventually contribute to their
capabilities over their lifetime. Sen’s freedom describes autonomy as it
relates to programs: “The ends and means of development call for placing
the perspective of freedom at the center of the stage. The people must be
in shaping their own destiny, and not just as passive recipients of the
fruits
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Revenue Streams. The current practice of obtaining resources holds
and even public whim. Capitalism causes competition for limited resources,

introduces power and paternalism from foundations and the wealthy, who
may lack perspective and awareness around the recipients of their altruism.
models that increase the risk inherent in giving clients increased autonomy,
growth of fund development jobs can speak to the effect that norms and
trends have had on revenue streams, as jobs are demanding and stressful,
with limited autonomy. However, the “blurring of boundaries” between
developing more fee for service opportunities and corporate partnerships,
allowing for independence from government mandates and funders’ whims.
External Relationships.
segregate, not only for funding, but for sustainability and impact. It may be
in other situations to independently develop innovative solutions, which can
may end up competing as trends cause increased need or capacity. Corporate
partnerships may provide opportunities to walk away from government or
foundation grants, while still acknowledging their dependence on business
external relationships that affect their autonomy.
C
Autonomy is not one value among many others. It should not be an
means whereby people can both imagine and attain their ends. That is, the
through history and emerging within contemporary moral theory, leads to
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process by which we can attain those ends. Essential to philanthropy,
autonomy provides the means whereby wrongs are righted and society is

incorporate the personal, social, political, and moral facets of human
existence and meaning.
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